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1. INTRODUCTION
Although there is widespread food availability in urban areas across
the Global South, it is not correlated with universal access to adequate
amounts of nutritious foods. In Southern Africa, empirical research has
uncovered extensive food insecurity at the household scale in cities with
an abundance of food.1 An urban household food security baseline survey was administered by AFSUN in 2008 in a peri-urban community
within the boundaries of Blantyre City which, due to its low population density and distance from the city centre, included many agricultural
households.2 In many other Southern African cities, the AFSUN research
was conducted in informal settlements. As a result, Blantyre’s findings
appeared anomalous, with lower levels of food insecurity and much higher rates of participation in urban agriculture. However, most of Malawi’s
urban poor households reside in high-density informal settlements and,
therefore, this type of urban environment needs to be surveyed to see if it
conforms to broader regional patterns.3
This report is based on a household survey conducted in six low-income
informal areas in Lilongwe, where three-quarters of the population live
in informal settlements.4 According to the former chief executive of
the Lilongwe City Council, “the rapid population growth rate [4% per
annum] is almost synonymous with the growth of informal settlements.”5
Understanding the dimensions of household food insecurity in these
neighbourhoods is critical to sustainable and inclusive growth in Malawi’s
capital city.
The survey was conducted in July-September 2015 through a partnership
between AFSUN, CUP2 (Consuming Urban Poverty) and the University of Livingstonia in Malawi. The report provides background information about Lilongwe and then discusses the research methodology.
The following sections focus on household characteristics; food sources
used by households in urban informal settlements and food purchasing
patterns; and household food security in comparative perspective. The
final section summarizes the findings, discusses public policy challenges,
and makes recommendations for future food security research in urban
Malawi.
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2. URBANIZATION IN MALAWI
Malawi is one of the world’s least urbanized countries, with only 15%
of the population resident in urban areas at the time of the last census
in 2008 (Table 1). Malawi’s urbanization rate is also modest compared
to other African countries, at 3.7-3.9% per year for the period 19982008.6 The urbanization rate is suppressed by high rates of rural population growth, competing agricultural labour destinations as rural economic migrants move to other rural areas, migration out of the country
especially to South Africa, and weak economic pull factors in the cities.7
There are few formal sector employment opportunities to draw workers
into Malawi’s cities, and the high cost of living relative to incomes makes
it difficult for households to sustain themselves in urban areas.8 Moreover,
there is a pervading ethos in government and among donors and international agencies that the country’s development path should continue
to be based on rural agricultural production.9 As a result, there are few
policies to address the growing problem of urban poverty.10 Also, there is
a high degree of circular migration between urban and rural areas, which
means that many more Malawians are temporary urban residents than is
suggested by census data.11
TABLE 1: Urbanization in Malawi, 1966-2008
Year

National population

Urban population

% urban

1966

4,039,583

260,000

6.0

1977

5,547,460

555,000

8.0

1987

7,988,507

857,391

10.7

1998

9,933,868

1,435,436

14.4

2008

13,029,498

1,881,010

15.3

Source: Manda (2013)

The poverty in Malawi’s urban areas is generally eclipsed by the country’s extreme levels of rural poverty. A large majority of the population
are smallholder farmers with little cash income.12 Given the high degree
of reliance on agriculture for the national economy and for the survival
of most households, it is certainly understandable why urban issues have
received less attention. Nevertheless, the specific issue of urban food security draws attention to the linkages between rural and urban households,
economies, and development paths.13 For example, urban consumers
shape food market prices and demand for certain foods; urban workers
play a key role in processing and trading agricultural commodities for
export; and urban households provide cash remittances to relatives and
FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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offer their homes to relatives seeking access to better educational and
health facilities than rural communities can offer. Urban residents are also
food producers, as many participate in agricultural production in town
and in rural areas.14
There are two key reasons why it is prudent to pay more attention to urban
trends in Malawi: first, there is the burgeoning demographic change of a
very youthful population and, second, there are the growing challenges
accompanying climate change. Table 2 shows the government’s projections for population growth by age group, with a majority of the population under the age of 25 until at least 2038. As these young people seek to
establish themselves on already crowded smallholder plots, we can anticipate increasing push factors off the land. Also, smallholder farming will
become more challenging as climate change makes it more difficult to
manage rain-fed agriculture.15 Malawi’s main food crop is maize, which is
among the most sensitive crops to changes in rainfall patterns.16 This creates a prospect of increased rural to urban migration just as national food
production is destabilized by climate change.
Even with the predictable trends of population growth and climate change,
it is difficult to envision how these processes will shape urbanization in
Malawi. Some researchers argue that the urbanization process is oversimplified in much of the literature, which gives too little attention to the lack
of reliable census data, the popularity of circular migration and temporary
residence in African cities, and historical examples of de-urbanization.17
One study in Malawi argues that climate change could lead to the decline
of rural environmental resources and slow (or reverse) urbanization in
Malawi in two ways: first, by depriving urban households of access to
rural resources and making urban livelihoods untenable, leading urban
residents to migrate to rural areas, and second, by reducing the capability of rural would-be migrants to move to urban areas.18 This scenario
does not account for possible changes in the urban and rural economies,
which could make urban livelihoods less dependent on rural areas in the
long run. Moreover, the growth of urban populations in Malawi is not
only the result of migration; natural increase makes a large contribution to
urban population growth and this population pressure will continue even
if rural-to-urban migration slows due to climate change.
Malawi’s overall urbanization trend is relatively low compared to most
other countries, but its major cities including Lilongwe - the capital and
largest city – are growing rapidly. Lilongwe’s population is projected to
more than treble in size from the 676,215 people recorded in the 2008
Census to 2,009,841 in 2028 (Figure 1).19 One long-range model predicts
that Lilongwe’s growth will continue to accelerate beyond 2050, reaching
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15,000,000 by 2075 and surpassing many of today’s largest cities by 2100
with a population of over 40,000,000.20 The suggestion that Lilongwe
will continue to grow at the exponential rate needed to reach this population size is bewildering, given the current constraints on providing basic
needs to its present urban population. And yet, the model’s projections
provide food for thought to development planners and research communities who continue to assume that Malawi’s future will be rural.
TABLE 2: Projected Population Growth and Age of Population,
2008-2038
Population

2008
(census)

2018
(projection)

2028
(projection)

2038
(projection)

13,102,076

17,931637

24,540,844

33,028,519

Age groups

%

%

%

%

0-14

46

46

44

41

15-24

20

20

20

20

25-49

25

26

27

28

9

8

9

10

Over 50

Source: Government of Malawi (c2010)

FIGURE 1: Population of Lilongwe City with Projections to 2028
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The current challenges with rapid informal growth can be partly attributed to Lilongwe’s designation as the capital of Malawi in 1975. As with
other capital cities built from a master plan, Lilongwe’s planners did
not account for the high rate of migration nor the high levels of poverty
FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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that would come to characterize the city.21 Forty years after it became
the capital, Lilongwe is characterized by a combination of low-density
middle and upper-income neighbourhoods and high-density informal
neighbourhoods that house most of the city’s residents. The main market
is located in the “old town” but several formal and informal food outlets
cater to their respective constituencies of high and low-income consumers. The spatial legacy of the master plan for Lilongwe is a very dispersed
urban area with concomitant mobility and transportation problems, particularly for low-income residents forced to live on the margins of the city
and commute long distances for employment.
Widespread informality in Lilongwe has always presented challenges and
these are likely to intensify with the projected population growth, coupled
with environmental, economic, and demographic stress on the national
food system. This report fills a major gap by providing recent empirical
data on poverty and hunger in Lilongwe’s informal settlements. It builds
on and updates previous research that has shown the long-term structural
nature of the problem of urban food insecurity in Malawi. This includes a
1988-1989 survey in low-income neighbourhoods in Blantyre and Lilongwe, which showed that three decades ago low-income households were
already struggling to purchase sufficient food.22 A more recent study of
two “slum” communities in Lilongwe demonstrated in detail the ways
in which HIV/AIDS, gender discrimination, and poverty shape food
insecurity.23 While the fact of hunger as a characteristic of urban poverty
is therefore not a new finding in Lilongwe, this report provides further
insights into the extent, depth and drivers of the problem.

3. METHODOLOGY
The study adopted a cross-sectional mixed methods approach including
a household survey and associated qualitative research activities. The survey instrument was a modified version of the original AFSUN household food security baseline survey. It included sections on food security
measurement, household economic activities, food sources, and other
household characteristics.24 The survey used the four FANTA measures
of household food insecurity: the Household Food Insecurity Access
Scale (HFIAS), Household Food Insecurity Access Prevalence (HFIAP),
Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS), and Months of Adequate
Household Food Provisioning (MAHFP). Combining these assessment
tools adheres to the FAO-recommended approach that captures the multidimensionality of food insecurity, which includes day-to-day experiences

5
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of scarcity and hunger, lack of dietary diversity, and seasonal deprivation.25
The survey also captures important data on food sources, food consumption patterns, and impediments to food access at the household scale.
Students from the University of Livingstonia administered the survey
from July-September 2015. A cluster sampling technique was used to
select six informal urban areas across Lilongwe (Figure 2). The research
team then used systematic sampling to select participants in each informal
settlement. Block leaders or chiefs provided names of households under
their block and the research team randomly selected one household as a
starting point. Enumerators then interviewed specific households according to the sampling interval in each block. The data was entered and
cleaned by a team of Malawian and Canadian researchers.
FIGURE 2: Location of Survey Sites in Lilongwe

FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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A total of 300 households were interviewed. Table 3 shows the areas that
were sampled and the number of households interviewed in each. Areas 23
and 24 are located in the southeast corner of the city. Area 18 is centrally
located and is one of the most densely populated areas in the city. Areas
25 and 50 are in the north of the city, with Area 25 at the northern edge.
Twenty households were interviewed in Airwing, an area that developed
informally around the old airport in the southwestern corner of the city.
TABLE 3: Informal Neighbourhoods in Survey Sample
No.

%

60

20

Area 25

50

17

Area 18

100

33

Area 50

30

10

Airwing

20

7

Area 24

Area 23
Total

40

13

300

100

Box 1 provides a picture of two neighbourhoods from the field notes of
the student researchers: Ngwenya informal settlement in Area 24 and
Mgona informal settlement in Area 25. These accounts depict a lack of
infrastructure and the high cost of food relative to incomes.

Box 1: Qualitative Observations of Study Sites
In Ngwenya, located in Area 24, Chisomo Khanyera observed a
widespread lack of services, such as piped water and electricity,
and generally poor-quality housing (including some houses built
of sun-burnt bricks with grass-thatched roofs). There is little local
employment and most people rely on piecework, known locally
as ganyu, for their livelihoods. There are two markets in Ngwenya, one formal and one informal, and in addition there are many
vendors operating outside of the markets. Locally produced foods
such as vegetables, beans, and maize tend to be cheaper in Ngwenya than in nearby formal settlements, but processed foods such
as oil, milk, and sugar are more expensive. Many migrants from
rural areas live in Ngwenya. The researchers encountered particularly vulnerable children in Ngwenya. Many children who are
being raised by their siblings or grandparents do not attend school
and rely on charity for food. Residents also reported anecdotes of
young girls engaging in sexual activities to access food from men.

8
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In Mgona, located in Area 25, Juliana Ngwira found high unemployment and widespread poverty. She noted that new boreholes
and access to piped water from the Lilongwe Water Board meant
that water was available at a reasonable price, but food remained
expensive. The price of whole maize was 850 Malawian kwacha
(USD1.53) for a 5-litre bucket, which is extremely expensive
considering that a 2013 report found that 46% of households in
informal settlements had monthly incomes of less than 18,000
Malawian kwacha (USD32.38).26

4. HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS
The surveyed households were mostly male-headed (70%), with 27%
female-headed and the remaining 3% headed by young people under the
age of 18 (Figure 3). The majority of households had 4-6 members (67%),
21% had 7 or more, and 12% had 1-3 members (Figure 4). Respondents
were asked to list all income sources for the household (Figure 5). Casual
work and self-employment from informal businesses, which are highly
precarious livelihoods, were reported as the most common income sources (64% and 36% of households respectively). Only 16% of households
reported income from formal-sector wage work, which is reflective of
the lack of formal-sector employment in Lilongwe, as well as the lack
of access to secure employment in the informal settlements. Even with
this precarious situation, the majority of households (81%) rely on only
one or two income sources (Figure 6). Notably, no surveyed households
received cash remittances from relatives. This is consistent with traditional patterns of fewer remittance-receiving households in urban areas
and in the Central Region of Malawi.27
As many as 70% of the respondents said that the economic condition of
their household was worse than it had been a year previously (Figure 7).
A quarter (27%) said it was the same and only 3% said it was better. In
2015, the national economy was experiencing the effects of the Cashgate scandal that uncovered systemic theft from the public treasury and
led to the withdrawal of budgetary aid, a slow-down in economic activity, and severe currency devaluation.28 A key finding from the qualitative
interviews conducted at the time of the survey was that many vulnerable
residents linked their food insecurity directly to the effects of Cashgate on
the local economy (including the availability of casual employment and
informal business activities), the provisioning of public services, and the
sharp increase in the cost of living.29
FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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FIGURE 3: Types of Households Surveyed
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FIGURE 5: Sources of Household Income
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FIGURE 7: Economic Condition of Household Compared to a Year
Ago

Much worse
Worse
The same
Better

The political and economic turmoil following Cashgate was compounded
by 1-in-500-year floods in January 2015 that directly affected 15 districts
and 1,101,364 people and had a national impact through interruptions
to water, electricity and roads.30 The floods were largely responsible for
a 30% year-over-year decline in food production in the 2014/2015 agricultural season.31 The floods were accompanied by late arrival of rains in
some areas of Malawi, part of the increased frequency and intensity of
droughts over the past four decades.32 GDP growth had been strong in
2013 (6.3%) and 2014 (6.2%) but declined to 2.8% in 2015 “following
the challenges of macroeconomic instability, late arrival of rains and the
severe floods experienced in January 2015.”33

5. FOOD SOURCES AND FOOD
PURCHASING PATTERNS
The survey findings in Lilongwe are consistent with previous research in
Southern Africa which has shown that households in low-income urban
settlements rely primarily on purchasing from informal sources to access
food.34 Even in cities with high levels of supermarketization, informal
vendors and supermarkets operate symbiotically, with consumers accessing food from both sources depending on their needs and resources.35
In Lilongwe’s informal settlements, informal and small-scale retailers
dominate food provisioning. The tensions around formal and informal
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commercial activities in urban areas are a perennial feature of Malawian
politics, dating back to the colonial laws governing urban commerce.36
The first postcolonial regime under Hastings Kamuzu Banda (19641993) enforced strict regulation of the use of urban space and there were
very few informal vendors. The first government elected under the multiparty system, led by Bakili Muluzi, identified with informal vendors
and supported their economic interests.37 This support included public
investment in flea markets where vendors could conduct business.38 The
pendulum again swung against the interests of informal vendors under
the subsequent president, Bingu wa Mutharika, who instituted Operation
Dongosolo (“clean-up”) in 2006 and again in 2011.39 The 2011 events
were particularly violent and tied to broader protests against the government’s failed economic policies.40 The national importance of these
struggles indicates the scale of the informal sector, while the persistence
of informal vendors despite decades of government efforts to curtail their
activities reflects their central importance in the lives of urban Malawians.
In the context of Malawi, several of the food sources listed in Table 4 are
at least partially informal. All of the surveyed households purchase food
from street sellers/traders/hawkers (which includes informal market vendors) and small shops on at least a weekly basis (Table 4). Nearly half of the
households purchase food almost daily (at least five days per week) from
street sellers/traders/hawkers. “Small shops” and “fast food takeaway” are
categories that include a variety of establishments that fall into “formal”
and “informal” categories. In the context of the survey, “small shops”
referred to shops in the neighbourhoods that are built using simple materials and tend to be temporary.
TABLE 4: Household Food Sources and Frequency of Purchase
At
least
five
days
per
week

At
least
once
per
week

At
least
once
per
month

At
least
once
in six
months

At
least
once
per
year

Never

Street seller/trader/hawker

45

55

0

0

0

0

Small shops

16

84

0

0

0

0

Supermarket

0

1

21

9

0

69

Fast food takeaway

0

0

22

26

10

43

Restaurant

0

0

2

3

1

93

Growing food

0

0

2

3

5

90

Shared meals with neighbours

0

0

0

6

16

78

Borrow

0

0

0

2

10

88

From relatives

0

0

0

0

3

97

FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI

URBAN FOOD SECURITY SERIES NO. 25

At the formal end of the formal-informal spectrum of food sources are a
variety of sources classified as supermarkets. The advent of supermarkets
in cities of the Global South marks the acceleration and intensification of
the integration of household food consumption into regional and global
food supply chains.41 This shift is associated with dietary shifts towards
the consumption of more processed foods and the development of “food
deserts” as local forms of food retailing become less important or are put
out of business.42 This process is highly contingent on local economic,
geographical, political and cultural factors, and it is therefore important to
situate the supermarketization narrative in local contexts.43 Lilongwe has
two Shoprite stores, which are South African-owned and represent the
prototypical international chain brand supermarket. There are also several
established domestic chains, such as People’s, Metro and Chipiku stores,
which have operated in Malawi for decades but do not typically offer the
full variety of foods, consumer goods, and services found at Shoprite.44
In 2014, People’s was licenced to operate the South African SPAR brand
and the first SPAR supermarket opened in Lilongwe in 2015.45 There
are, in addition, several boutique grocery stores catering to expatriates and
wealthy Malawians, and several independent cash-and-carry stores.
In keeping with local nomenclature, supermarkets were identified in the
survey as any food shop where an individual enters, picks products off
shelves or out of refrigerators, and pays at the shop till. The category therefore includes outlets owned by multinational companies such as Shoprite
and by individual business owners. Some large supermarkets owned by
individuals (often of Burundian or Indian origin) are found in informal
settlements. They provide cheaper food items compared to larger domestic and international supermarket chain stores. The qualitative follow-up
interviews found that most people from informal settlements bought
sugar and bread from the formal markets because the prices were more
consistent than those of the small shops.
The survey found that 31% of households in Lilongwe’s informal settlements purchase food at supermarkets, but most only do so on a monthly
basis (Table 4). The low rate of supermarket patronage raises the question of why some choose to shop there and the majority do not. Figure 8
provides insights into the reasons why some people shop at supermarkets.
The top two reasons given are the opportunity to buy in bulk and higher
quality of produce. The utility of supermarkets is therefore the monthly
provisioning of bulk supplies and groceries rather than the buying of daily
consumables. A third of the households that patronize supermarkets disagreed that supermarket foods are cheaper.

13

14

AFRICAN FOOD SECURITY URBAN NETWORK (AFSUN)

FIGURE 8: Reasons for Shopping at Supermarkets
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The main reason for not shopping at supermarkets was that they do not
provide credit (Figure 9). This is one area where informal markets and
vendors have a competitive advantage. They often know their customers and are willing to make arrangements for late payments for food.
Households that rely on precarious forms of income from casual labour
and informal businesses experience inconsistency in the flow of cash
income. When there is no money in the household, the availability of
food on credit can make the difference between eating and not eating.
Forty percent of respondents said that supermarkets were too far away.
Few respondents agreed that they did not shop at supermarkets because
they were only for the wealthy, too expensive, or did not sell the food
they need. It is possible that a more restrictive definition of supermarket,
referring specifically to Shoprite for example, would have yielded a higher
percentage of positive responses to these questions. The findings suggest
that if more supermarket outlets open near informal neighbourhoods, and
if the companies find innovative ways to extend credit to customers in a
largely unbanked society, then rates of supermarket patronage will begin
to increase.
Table 5 shows how many households purchased each food item from a list
included in the questionnaire and the frequency with which these foods
were purchased. The majority of households had not purchased bread
(72%) or fresh milk (74%) in the previous month. This does not necessarily indicate food insecurity per se because bread and milk are not part of
the traditional rural diet. However, they are associated with urban diets in
Malawi and are widely available, so their absence could be interpreted as a
sign of constrained food budgets. The impression that people are making
food choices based on affordability is also borne out in the low frequency
of purchases of protein-rich food items (fresh chicken, cooked chicken,
cooked meat, dried fish, eggs, fresh fish, and fresh meat). The most common frequency of purchasing each of these food items was monthly. This
is consistent with the low rates of consumption of meat, eggs, and fish
reported in the Household Dietary Diversity Scores below.
FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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FIGURE 9: Reasons for Not Shopping at Supermarkets
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TABLE 5: Food Purchases by Frequency of Purchases
Purchased in the past
month
% Yes

Frequency of purchase
(of purchasing households)

% No

At least
five days
per week

At least
once per
week

At least
once per
month

Fresh vegetables

100

0

58

40

2

Chips, fried cassava
or sweet potato

100

0

20

57

23

Sugar

100

0

16

50

34

Maize

100

0

0

24

76

Eggs

100

0

0

8

92

Fresh fish

100

0

0

4

96

Cooking oil

97

3

24

53

20

Cooked meat

96

3

1

13

82

Maize flour

92

8

10

32

49

Dried fish

91

9

0

23

68

Fresh chicken

89

10

1

17

71

Cooked chicken

86

14

1

15

70

Fresh fruit

84

16

3

19

61

Fresh meat

83

17

0

2

81

Rice

80

20

9

21

49

Bread

28

72

2

8

18

Fresh milk

26

74

1

7

18

Fresh vegetables – widely available at markets, from mobile vendors, and
at corner stalls in residential areas - were bought most frequently (Table
5). Nearly 60% of households purchased these at least five days per week,
and almost all did so at least once per week. Cooking oil is the second
most frequently purchased item. The oil is widely available in small plastic
tubes (nicknamed “condoms”) approximately one tablespoon in size, and
many people who buy food on a daily basis buy these tubes at the same
time. Ten percent of households purchase maize flour at least five days per
week, with an additional 32% purchasing it weekly.
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The frequent provisioning of maize flour contrasts with the conventional
way of purchasing maize in whole-grain form in 50kg bags to consume
over several weeks. Box 2 describes the origin of the term “walkman” to
describe these small amounts of maize flour associated with economic
precarity and food insecurity at the household level. Table 6 provides evidence that households that rely on daily purchases of maize flour are more
food insecure than households that purchase maize flour less frequently.
The mean HFIAS for households that purchase maize flour “at least 5
times per week” was 12.5, whereas the households that purchased maize
flour less frequently had HFIAS scores ranging from 9.9-10.6, and the
households that had not purchased maize flour in the past month had the
lowest mean HFIAS score (9.6). All households purchased whole maize,
but there was not a similar correlation between higher frequency of purchasing whole maize and higher HFIAS score (Table 6).

TABLE 6: Food Security Status by Frequency of Purchasing Maize
Flour/Whole Maize
No. of households

Mean HFIAS

Maize flour
At least five days per week

29

12.5

At least once per week

96

9.9

At least twice per month

109

10.0

At least once per month

37

10.6

Did not purchase in the past month

24

9.6

72

10.5

Whole maize
At least once per week
At least twice per month

70

9.6

At least once per month

153

10.5

Box 2: The Origins of Walkman and the Increasing
Precarity of Urban Households
Understanding food security in the Malawian context entails
understanding the central importance of maize as a daily staple.
While it is not a problem for urban Malawians to purchase the
foods that accompany maize in a meal – relish – on a daily basis,
the sense of “food security” in the home is bound up with having
a large quantity of maize stored at home. During ethnographic
research in Blantyre, Malawi, conducted in 2010, several respondents referred to daily purchases of maize flour - known colloquially as walkman – as evidence that they were experiencing food

FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI

URBAN FOOD SECURITY SERIES NO. 25

insecurity.46 To be food secure was to buy a 50kg bag of maize
and know that there would be staple food for the household for
the next month or so. The term walkman originated in the 1990s
when the eponymous personal music device was popular. People
were embarrassed to be seen with these small quantities of maize
flour because it signalled that their household did not have food, so
they would pretend that it was a WalkmanTM with a macabre sense
of humour about the decline in urban living standards following
structural adjustment reforms in the 1990s. Thus the signifier for
a small purchase of maize or maize flour has outlived the device
from which it took its name. In light of the local meaning of food
security as having a large supply of maize in the home, which is
linked to the agricultural experience of having a full granary, the
popularity of the walkman is highly emblematic of the experience
of urban food insecurity in Malawi. Even if people are managing
to feed their households, they often go to bed wondering how
they will eat the next day, or go to bed hungry because they have
reserved some food in case of emergency.
Not all of the food consumed in urban households is purchased as many
households produce some of their own food. Urban agriculture has been
advanced as a key mitigator of urban food insecurity in the Southern
African region by promoting self-reliance among low-income urban residents.47 The 2008 AFSUN survey of households in low-income areas in
11 Southern African cities revealed extremely low rates of urban agriculture and far less than suggested by its advocates.48 As Figure 10 shows, in
eight of 11 cities, fewer than 30% of households procured food by producing it themselves. In over half of the cities, fewer than 10% were engaged
in agriculture. Urban agriculture was almost non-existent in many informal settlements. One of the major exceptions to this regional pattern was
Blantyre where over 60% of households were producing their own food.
The survey areas in Lilongwe were more like the urban environments
where the other AFSUN surveys were conducted – high density, informal and low-income – and the findings were very similar. Only 10% of
households in these areas of Lilongwe engage in urban agriculture (Table
4). The Lilongwe survey included questions about why households are
not growing food (Figure 11). The respondents who were not involved in
urban agriculture were presented with a set of possible factors influencing
their decision and asked whether they agreed, disagreed, or were indifferent. The two main reasons were an absence of land on which to grow
food (99% in agreement) and a lack of access to agricultural inputs (89%
in agreement). Around one-quarter of the respondents agreed that it was
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easier to purchase food than grow it but the vast majority disagreed with
statements like “we have no interest in growing food” and “farming is
for rural people only.” It appears, then, that the reasons for low rates of
participation in urban agriculture are related more to an absence of means
and resources than a lack of desire to produce food.
FIGURE 10: Urban Agriculture in Southern African Cities
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FIGURE 11: Reasons for Not Growing Food
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N = 259

6. HOUSEHOLD FOOD INSECURITY
The 2015 Lilongwe survey provides an opportunity to view previous
AFSUN survey research in Malawi in a fresh light. The results of the food
security status analysis are presented in Table 6, along with comparable
figures from two sources: (a) the AFSUN baseline survey conducted in
the peri-urban South Lunzu Ward in Blantyre City, and (b) the AFSUN
FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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baseline surveys conducted in low-income urban neighbourhoods in the
cities of Gaborone, Windhoek, Lusaka, Maputo, Harare, Manzini, and
Maseru. The comparisons are based on data collected at different times
and therefore care must be exercised in their interpretation. For example, it
is possible that conditions in Lilongwe’s informal settlements were worse
in 2015 than in 2008, when the other city surveys were done. However,
the levels of food insecurity in the other SADC cities are so similar, and
the differences with South Lunzu so dramatic, that some comparative
commentary is justifiable.

TABLE 7: Mean Food Security Scores in Low-Income Urban
Neighbourhoods
Lilongwe
2015
HFIAS
Food secure (%)
HFIAP

Mildly food insecure (%)
Moderately food insecure (%)
Severely food insecure (%)

Blantyre
(South Lunzu)
2008

Other SADC
cities
2008

10.3

5.3

12.2

3

34

7

6

15

5

19

30

22

72

21

67

HDDS

5.8

6.1

4.8

MAHFP

8.7

10.0

8.2

Engagement in urban agriculture (%)
N

10

62

25

300

432

3,409

South Lunzu in Blantyre had significantly lower levels of food insecurity,
as measured by both the HFIAS and HFIAP, than the other seven SADC
cities surveyed (Table 7). The mean HFIAS scores were 12.2 versus 5.3
(on a scale of 0 to 27 where food insecurity increases the higher the score).
Only 7% of the households in the other SADC cities were food secure,
while 67% were severely food insecure. The comparable figures for South
Lunzu were 34% and 21%. These findings were a surprise since they
suggested that Blantyre’s urban poor were significantly more food secure
than the urban poor in other comparable cities, especially given Malawi’s
relatively low development status.49 However, they did pose the question
of whether all of urban Malawi was similar to South Lunzu and, if not,
whether more densely populated informal settlements were similar or different from peri-urban areas.
Table 7 makes it clear that informal settlements in Lilongwe are much
more closely aligned with the other SADC cities than with South Lunzu
in Blantyre. Lilongwe had a slightly better HFIAS score than the other
SADC cities (10.3 versus 12.2), but on the HFIAP scale it had a higher
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rate of severely food insecure households (72% versus 67%) and a lower
rate of food secure households (3% versus 7%). The higher food insecurity by HFIAP and lower food insecurity by HFIAS might suggest relatively high levels of inequality in Lilongwe, with some households with
extremely favourable HFIAS scores lowering the average. However, this
hypothesis is not borne out in the distribution of HFIAS scores presented
in Table 8, which shows that at every interval of HFIAS score progression,
Lilongwe has a higher percentage of households than the other SADC
cities.

TABLE 8: Distribution of HFIAS Scores in Low-Income Urban
Neighbourhoods
Cumulative %
HFIAS score range

Lilongwe 2015

Blantyre (South
Lunzu) 2008

Other SADC cities
2008

0-3

16

49

13

4-7

35

69

28

8-11

59

85

47

12-15

81

95

67

16-19

95

98

83

20-23

98

99

93

24-27

100

100

100

Another possible explanation for the worse HFIAP and better HFIAS
results in Lilongwe is that household events considered “severe” in the
HFIAP calculation are more widespread in that city, even among households that are less food insecure according to the HFIAS. A lower percentage of households in Lilongwe did report having the experiences in
the first six HFIAS questions (Table 8) and these questions are considered
less “severe” in HFIAP calculations. A greater percentage of households
in Lilongwe also experienced the three most “severe” kinds of events.
The widest gap was in having no food of any kind in the household due to
a lack of resources; an event experienced by 59% of households in Lilongwe and 39% of households in the other SADC cities. This type of experience is characteristic of heightened precarity of incomes and of food
sources. Thus, it seems that the food insecurity experience of households
in Lilongwe is in the form of severe kinds of events.
Because food insecurity is a multifaceted phenomenon, it is best understood in relation to a range of food security metrics.50 It is common to
triangulate the HFIAS and HFIAP measures of food access with the
HDDS measure of the quality of household diets. The HDDS measure of
dietary diversity records how many food groups were consumed within
FOOD INSECURITY IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
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the household in the previous 24 hours. The maximum number, based on
the FAO classification of food groups for Africa, is 12. An increase in the
average number of different food groups consumed provides a quantifiable
measure of improved dietary diversity. In this regard, Lilongwe (5.8) was
only slightly lower than Blantyre (6.1). The regional average for the other
cities was 4.8; a figure lower than both sites in Malawi.

TABLE 9: HFIAS Question Frequencies in Low-Income Urban
Neighbourhoods
Percentage of households
experiencing in past four weeks
Lilongwe
2015

Blantyre
(South
Lunzu)
2008

Other
SADC
cities 2008

Worry there would not be enough food

77

46

80

Not able to eat preferred food/lack of resources

83

58

87

Eat limited variety of food/lack of resources

77

56

85

Eat food you did not want to eat/lack of
resources

82

58

85

Eat smaller meal than needed/lack of food

73

39

79

Eat fewer meals in a day/lack of food

71

32

77

No food of any kind to eat/lack of resources

59

16

39

Go to sleep at night hungry/lack of food

52

17

46

Go a whole day and night without eating
anything/lack of food

41

8

38

Table 10 provides details on what foods were being consumed, which
helps interpret the nutritional significance of the diets in relation to the
food security scores. Rates of consumption of the 12 food groups in
the HDDS, ranked by the most to the least commonly consumed, in
Lilongwe are shown along with the corresponding rates in Blantyre and
other SADC cities. Turning first to the Lilongwe diet, the most widely
consumed food group is foods made with grains; consumed by 94% of
households in the previous 24 hours. This is consistent with the ubiquity of nsima made of maize at meal times. The majority also consumed
vegetables (80%) and roots and tubers (63%). The bottom five foods
are the most protein-rich foods: foods made from beans, peas, lentils, or
nuts (39%); eggs (35%); fresh fish, dried fish or shellfish (32%); cheese,
yoghurt, milk or other milk/dairy products (32%); and meat and other
animal products (22%). This breakdown suggests that a narrow diversity
in Lilongwe could be indicative of low consumption of the protein-rich
foods required for a balanced and healthy diet.
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TABLE 10: Ranking of Food Groups from Most to Least Commonly
Consumed
% Consuming food group
Ranking

Food group

Lilongwe
2015

Blantyre
(South
Lunzu) 2008

Other SADC
cities 2008

1

Any pasta, bread, rice noodles,
biscuits or any other foods made
from flour, millet, sorghum, maize,
rice, wheat, or oats

94

99

97

2

Any other vegetables

80

84

67

3

Any potatoes, sweet potatoes,
beetroot, carrots or any other
foods made from them (e.g.
chips, crisps)

63

23

22

4

Any other foods, such as condiments, coffee, tea

50

87

56

5

Any sugar or honey (including
sugar in tea, coffee etc)

49

84

57

6

Any foods made with oil, fat, or
butter

45

54

50

7

Any fruits

39

43

24

8

Any foods made from beans,
peas, lentils, or nuts

39

31

19

9

Eggs

35

16

17

10

Any fresh fish, dried fish, or
shellfish

32

45

17

11

Any cheese, yoghurt, milk, or
other milk/dairy products

32

18

21

12

Any beef, pork, lamb, goat, rabbit, wild game, chicken, duck,
other birds, chicken heads and
feet, liver, kidney, heart, or other
organ meats/offal or products

22

23

37

A comparison of the 2015 Lilongwe data with that from the other SADC
cities and Blantyre in 2008 highlights some differences that could be
the basis for conjecture about the changing food systems in low-income
urban neighbourhoods in Southern Africa. The percentage of households
consuming potatoes and related foods, including chips, is much higher
in Lilongwe (63%) compared to both Blantyre (23%) and other SADC
cities (22%). One plausible explanation could be the wider availability
and affordability of chips in 2015, which would be consistent with the
“nutrition transition” trend observed in African cities.51 Another plausible explanation is linked to the lower consumption of grains and the poor
maize harvest in 2015; sweet potatoes and other tubers are often consumed as a substitute when maize is unavailable or inaccessible.52 Without
further follow-up questions it is not clear if people are eating foods from
this group out of choice or necessity.
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In Lilongwe in 2015, there was a noticeably higher rate of consumption
of eggs and dairy products relative to the 2008 surveys. These changes
could also point to a changing food system, particularly in the case of
dairy products that require processing. On the other hand, the rate of
consumption of meat, which is emblematic of urbanizing diets, was lowest in Lilongwe (22%). This could be due to the Malawian context rather
than indicative of regional trends as the rate of consumption of meat in
Blantyre (at 23%) was similar to the rate in Lilongwe and far below the
rate in the other SADC cities (at 37%). In both Malawi surveys, rates of
consumption of fish and beans were higher than for the other cities in the
region. While Table 10 does not provide directly comparable case study
evidence that could demonstrate changing urban diets in the region, it
does show some interesting patterns that raise further questions.
The final food security measure, the MAHFP indicator, captures changes
in the household’s ability to ensure that food is available throughout the
year. Households are asked to identify in which months (during the past
12) they did not have access to sufficient food to meet their household
needs. Lilongwe had an average score of 8.7, compared to 10.0 in Blantyre and 8.2 in the other cities. A higher score suggests more consistent
access to food over the course of a year. Figure 12 illustrates the distribution of MAHFP scores in Lilongwe. Only 9% of households had a score
of 12, meaning that they had adequate food in all 12 months. More than
half (52%) of households had scores of 7 or 8. These findings suggest
that seasonal fluctuations in food access are widespread. The month-bymonth breakdown in Figure 13 suggests a strong correlation between the
agricultural cycle and the times in the year when the urban poor in Lilongwe have constrained access to food. January, February and March are
known as the “hungry season” as they fall just before the maize harvest.
This is when food supplies are lowest and the prices are often higher.53
The size of the harvest in the year of the survey could be a contributing
factor in the wide difference between the results in Blantyre in 2008 and
Lilongwe in 2015. The year 2008 had bumper maize harvests due in part
to the roll out of a popular fertilizer subsidy programme, whereas 2015
had a weak maize harvest for reasons noted above.54,55 Another factor is the
geographical difference between the areas surveyed. Nearly two-thirds of
households in South Lunzu, Blantyre, produced some of their own food
because they were located in a peri-urban area where land was available
for cultivation.56 Moreover, the customary land system meant that many
low-income households had access to farmland near their homes.57 During in-depth interviews conducted in 2010, some urban households said
that they received fertilizer coupons either because their “home village”
was located in the city or because of close ties with their rural “home

23

24

AFRICAN FOOD SECURITY URBAN NETWORK (AFSUN)

village” even though urban residents were technically excluded from the
programme.58 In Lilongwe, however, the high density of the settlement,
the insecurity of tenure for most residents, and the high cost of rented
farmland, all contribute to a land shortage that largely explains the low
rate of participation in urban agriculture.
FIGURE 12: Months of Adequate Household Food Provisioning
(% of Households)
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FIGURE 13: Percentage of Households with Adequate Food by Month
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7. CONCLUSION
The Lilongwe survey contributes an added dimension to the body of
research initiated by AFSUN, by addressing the apparent anomaly that
levels of food security were higher in Malawi (Blantyre) than in virtually every other SADC city surveyed. This counter-intuitive finding was
largely because the type of peri-urban area surveyed in Blantyre differed
from that in most other cities. The unresolved question was whether
there were intra-urban differences in Malawi and whether the country’s
informal settlements were similar to peri-urban areas or more like other
informal settlements throughout the region. The findings discussed here
provide a complementary perspective to the 2008 AFSUN survey, which
suggested a level of food security in urban Malawi that was probably more
typical of peri-urban areas where many people farm and was done in a
year when there was a bumper maize harvest.
Given that informal settlements house the majority of the country’s urban
residents and the lion’s share of new migrants to Lilongwe, the research
presents a serious public policy challenge for Malawi’s leaders. The picture that emerges is that Malawi’s urban communities are internally
diverse and that urban poverty is a profound problem in Malawi’s rapidly
expanding cities. Of particular note is the poor quality of diets in these
communities where protein deficiency should receive additional research
attention.
The precarity of income, reflected in the frequent purchasing of staple
foods and the need for food sellers to extend credit, appears to be a key
driver of food insecurity in these communities. Given that lack of land
was the main reason for not practising urban agriculture, it does not seem
to be a feasible policy option to provide farmland to poor residents in
the sprawling city. The positive correlation between urban agriculture
and food security in South Lunzu, Blantyre, seems to be related to a set
of contextual factors that cannot practically be replicated in Lilongwe’s
informal settlements. Economically inclusive growth, with better prospects for stable employment and protection for informal-sector workers,
appears to be the surest route to improved food security.
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FOOD INSECURITY IN
INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS
IN LILONGWE, MALAWI
Although there is widespread food availability in urban areas across
the Global South, it is not correlated with universal access to adequate
amounts of nutritious foods. This report is based on a household survey
conducted in 2015 in six low-income informal areas in Malawi’s capital
city, where three-quarters of the population live in informal settlements. Understanding the dimensions of household food insecurity in
these neighbourhoods is critical to sustainable and inclusive growth in
Lilongwe. The survey findings provide a complementary perspective to
the 2008 AFSUN survey conducted in Blantyre, which suggested a level
of food security in urban Malawi that was probably more typical of
peri-urban areas where many people farm. Given that informal settlements house most of Malawi’s urban residents, the Lilongwe research
presents a serious public policy challenge for the country’s leaders.
Poverty is a profound problem in Malawi’s rapidly expanding cities.
Of particular concern is the poor quality of diets among residents of
informal settlements. Precarity of income, reflected in the survey findings of frequent purchasing of staple foods and the need for food sellers
to extend credit, appears to be a key driver of food insecurity in these
communities. Economically inclusive growth, with better prospects for
stable employment and protection for informal-sector workers, appears
to be the surest route to improved urban food security in Malawi.
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